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To thine own brand be true

Wal-Mart's flirtation with upscale marketing hasn't panned out for the low-cost big-box retail giant. The lesson?

By Susan Chandler
a Tribune staff reporter

December 24, 2006

Eight-page ad spreads in Vogue magazine. Runway shows in New York. Plasma-screen TVs that sell for $5,000 in one part of the store, sushi in another.

Sure doesn't sound like Wal-Mart.

Yet the discount chain from Bentonville, Ark., which became the world's largest retailer with its trademark slogan--"Always Low Prices. Always"--has spent the last year trying to be a little more fashionable and upscale. In an attempt to reach a broader swath of customers, it is remodeling hundreds of stores and creating new apparel lines with names like Metro7.

But attracting new shoppers isn't easy when your image is so pervasive. By reaching out to wealthier customers, Wal-Mart is tinkering with its most important asset--its brand. In doing so, it runs the risk of confusing loyal shoppers or, worse yet, turning some of them off.

Case in point: Wal-Mart jumped in on the skinny jeans fad in fall and flopped. That's hardly a surprise, given the average American woman wears a size 14 and, retail consultants say, Wal-Mart's poor and lower-middle-class customers almost certainly skew heavier than average.

"Once a brand is well established in the mind, it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to change its meaning," says Laura Ries, a brand consultant and author of "The Origin of Brands."

Brand expert Alan Siegel of New York-based Siegel + Gale, is even more critical. He calls Wal-Mart's attempt to extend its brand into fashion "almost ludicrous."

A brand image may be wholesome or tinged with danger, bargain-basement or luxurious, but getting customers to re-evaluate an image is complicated. Most people filter out the new message, even if it is heavily advertised or promoted.

"People won't give you a chance," Ries says.

Just ask the folks at Oldsmobile. Long a standard among American cars, the reliable sedan wasn't able to pitch itself as the car for a new generation--even with new styling and the slogan, "Not Your Father's Oldsmobile." General Motors pulled the plug on the 106-year-old brand in 2004.

Some brands are reinvented successfully. Gucci, the Italian maker of matronly handbags and shoes, was transformed into a sexy apparel line for jet setters by designer Tom Ford. Burberry stretched beyond its venerable beige trench coats to become a hot-selling designer brand in the late 1990s by applying its trademark plaid lining to everything from bikinis to ball gowns.

Often, it helps if the brand has fallen off consumers' radar screens so that changing its appearance or message isn't as shocking as fiddling with a current favorite. Lacoste, the knit-shirt maker known for its trademark alligator, was hot in the 1980s, virtually disappeared during the '90s and has made a comeback during the past five years.

What Wal-Mart has been trying, experts say, is one of the most difficult feats in brand management: moving upscale.

Volkswagen has bombed with its Phaeton model, a large luxury sedan that can retail for nearly $100,000. Designed to compete with the likes of luxury autos such as the Mercedes and BMW, Phaeton hasn't attracted many buyers.

Gallo, long known for jug wines, has tried to move upscale with $75 bottles of its Gallo Family Vineyard Estate Series. The classier wine is too expensive for regular Gallo customers, and many wine connoisseurs aren't interested in sipping vintages from a mass-market company.

By contrast, designer brands have had success creating lower-priced versions of themselves. Consumers will accept those because they come with ready-made cachet as well as a reputation for quality.

Ralph Lauren, the Anglophile designer from the Bronx, sells his most expensive duds in his own chain of specialty stores. His less-expensive Black Label line is available through upscale department stores such as Saks Fifth Avenue and Neiman Marcus. And he created the Lauren line for middle-market department stores such as Macy's.

Similarly, Giorgio Armani, the master of understated class, carries his Couture line in his eponymous boutiques. But he also offers consumers Emporio Armani, a less expensive line of ready-to-wear clothes, and Armani A/X, a line for younger, hipper customers with even smaller pocketbooks.

Why is it so hard to change consumers' minds about what brands stand for? It is in part because American consumers have moved from a subsistence economy, where most struggled just to get by, to a status economy, where the products you own and the places you go help define who you are.

Magazines such as Instyle tap into our desire to emulate what celebrities wear, how they decorate their homes and where they hang out.

Most people can't afford to have all the luxuries they want, so they engage in what retail consultant Michael Silverstein calls "trading up" and "trading down." They skimp on categories where they don't have an emotional connection so they can indulge in other categories that do.

Brands sell dreams, and dreams, in retail lingo, are "aspirational."

That helps explain the presence of 50-inch plasma-screen TVs in homes of those of modest means as well as the declining market share afflicting middle-market brands from Kraft cheese to Sears stores. It also helps explain the success of Target, the discounter known as "Tar-zhay," because of its well-priced designer lines of apparel and housewares.

Which brings us back to Wal-Mart and its flirtation with trendier fashion and higher priced goods. The general strategy isn't a bad one, says veteran retail consultant Arnold Aronson, who has headed several retail chains, including Saks Fifth Avenue and the Bullocks.

Lots of people shop at Wal-Mart for their groceries, school supplies and other basics so they can afford to splurge elsewhere. That might include an expensive plasma or LCD TV, a recent addition to Wal-Mart's merchandise lineup that has proved to be a big success. Wal-Mart may have moved too far too fast with fashionable clothes, but it has likely learned its lesson, Aronson believes.

"My bet is Wal-Mart is sensitive enough to make a mid-course correction," Aronson says. "If you're not making mistakes, you're not taking risks."

Wal-Mart says it has gotten the message loud and clear.

Though it will not abandon its efforts to stretch its market share, "The concentration will be on fashion basics and true basic apparel," says Wal-Mart merchandising spokeswoman Linda Blakley.

In other words, Wal-Mart's message will return to what has served it so well in the past: value, value, value.
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